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ONE

 

 

TULSI TERN’S MIND wandered. Despite its meandering, her thoughts kept returning to one question: why on earth had she agreed to this date? 

Kieran Rigby had been asking her out for months. Every time she went into the gym where he worked, he’d find a pretext to start a conversation. In turn, he’d come up with some way to work his impressive physique into the discussion. Each time she was polite in her attempts to excuse herself.

Kieran wasn’t the type of man who understood subtlety. Nor was he often rejected. Many of the women at the gym huddled and giggled whenever he was nearby. Other females wanted reasons to get closer to the man they dubbed “The Hunk.” Tulsi was the opposite. “The Hunk” didn’t do anything for her. No butterflies. No anticipation. In fact, her gut groaned whenever he appeared. 

Over time, she’d learned the hard way that her gut knew more about men than her head. If she’d paid more attention to her instincts then she wouldn’t have wasted so much of her life with Bradley. Thinking about her ex while sitting at dinner with another man probably went against a zillion first date rules.

Tulsi tried to focus. Kieran was talking. He did that a lot. He talked about muscle groups and workouts, protein shakes and his latest diet. He told her about where he got his hair cut and what different colognes he wore on different occasions. She’d heard it all but absorbed none of it.

They’d gotten through the entrée and she was trying to figure out a plausible reason to refuse dessert. Her date liked to take care of himself; maybe she could come up with an excuse about calories or fat content. 

His cellphone began to buzz next to his glass. It wasn’t the first time the device had interrupted his rhythm. Hence how it had ended up on the table. He’d taken the animated handset from his pocket almost the moment they sat down. At regular intervals, it sprang to life, buzzing and skittering across the tablecloth.

Each time she told him to pick it up. He never did. Kieran just ignored it and kept on talking. She had no idea why he didn’t divert the calls to voicemail. It suggested that he didn’t want whoever was calling to know that he was ignoring their attempts to get in touch with him.

“You can answer it,” she said again.

His head moved in a shake on his linked fingers that were arched under his chin. His elbows on the table supported its weight. 

“No,” he said, his eyes fixed on hers. His smile grew again. “It isn’t important.”

“Clearly it is,” Tulsi said, adjusting her napkin in her lap. “Someone needs you. You should pick it up.”

Again, he shook his head. “It’s only my brother; it’s really nothing. He was taking care of something for me tonight. He’s probably just calling to say it’s done.”

“Or not,” she said. “There could be a problem. Maybe he needs your help or something went wrong.”

Throughout their conversation that night, he hadn’t once mentioned a brother. He hadn’t mentioned his family, but she hadn’t asked. The date could only be described as dire. No way she’d repeat this fiasco.

“I waited six months for you to say yes to going out with me,” he said. “I don’t want to waste a second talking to Rowdy. I can do that any time.”

“It doesn’t make the best impression,” she said. “That you’re unreachable to people who care about you.”

His expression loosened as he considered her words. “I’m reliable.”

Tulsi eyed the facedown phone that was still moving across the table. “Prove it,” she said. “I’ll wait.”

He picked up the device and answered it, making no secret of his irritation. “What?” he snapped.

Almost as soon as the word was out of his mouth, his face hardened. He stood up, showing her his forefinger to ask for a minute, and strode toward the exit.

Tulsi folded her arms and sank back in her chair. This was the story of her life. Going around in circles, hitting the same hopeless disappointments one after another. Nothing in her life clicked. Nothing had for a long time. She tried to be like other people. She tried her best. 

Starting her own business was meant to be a triumph. As much as she enjoyed her boutique jewelry store, it didn’t thrill her. Nothing thrilled her. In moments like the current one, the speed of the seconds of her life slipping away seemed to accelerate. Numbness crept through her. Tables around were occupied by couples and groups, laughing and talking, going about their lives. It all seemed so nothing. So pointless. So benign.

Tulsi didn’t want what she had, but had no idea what she did want. Experience. Excitement. Anything but this. Anything but normality. Niceties. Pleasantries. Mediocrity. She paid her bills and her taxes. She smiled at customers and always did her chores. One day became the next until a week had passed. A month. A year. And, still, her life was middling.

One thing was clear as day, Kieran didn’t give her a thrill. No man did. At least, none that she’d already met. She didn’t think it was too much to ask to feel some iota of excitement. Arousal. Chemistry. 

All she wanted was the magnetism that she’d been promised all her life. That women the world over were promised and never received. She wanted the zing. The bubbles. The butterflies. Tulsi didn’t want to be polite. She wanted to be insane with lust. To act on impulse. To be with a man who would drive her so crazy that she wouldn’t be able to contain herself around him. A man who would not only want her to take risks but encourage it. A man who’d always be there to protect her. To catch her. A man she could need and who’d need her in return.

Those thoughts were probably worse than the ones she’d had about Bradley. This was a date and she wasn’t thinking of the man who’d brought her out or any she’d ever been with. Tulsi was conjuring a fantasy. One that had joined her many times through the years when she was alone picturing what life could be.

He didn’t exist. Not really. She had to get over him. 

For sure, Kieran wasn’t going to live up to the fantasy.

Despite her overwhelming urge to flee, she stayed put. Her mother had always taught her the importance of manners. Kieran knew where to find her anyway. He’d showed up at her store more than once. No doubt he got her information from her membership paperwork at the gym. Raiding her file for his own personal gain was probably illegal. But did it matter? 

He was pursuing her. Just as women were raised to believe Prince Charming was on the horizon, men were raised to believe they were supposed to pursue. To chase. To hunt down the object of their desire. Sure, it was creepy and made her uncomfortable. But he was fulfilling his societal role. It wasn’t always easy to know where the lines were drawn. What was healthy romantic interest? What was criminal stalking?

Sometimes the only distinction was the female at the center of their interest. And if, like Kieran had shown, he couldn’t read her disinterest, he probably believed this was all part of the “hard-to-get” chase. 

The server was heading her way. Tulsi contemplated ordering more alcohol. At that, Kieran reappeared at her side, tugging his wallet from his pocket. He didn’t sit down, just tossed a few bills on the table.

“You were right, something did happen,” he said. 

“Oh,” Tulsi replied, not sorry that their evening was going to be cut short. 

Except Kieran had other ideas. 

He snatched her hand the moment she stood up. “I’ll take you home. I just have to make a stop first.”

“A stop?”

“Yes,” he said, taking her purse from the table.

“I don’t need an escort,” she said. “I can make my own way home.”

“I was raised better than that,” he said, putting an arm around her to sweep her out of the restaurant and onto the street. He flashed a quick smile her way. “Besides, how can I kiss you goodnight if I don’t make it to your doorstep?”

The question awakened her gut, but not in a positive way. To her, it was obvious they had no chemistry. She didn’t understand how Kieran could see it any other way. He hailed a cab while she renewed her objections. They fell on deaf ears.

Less than a minute after leaving the table, she was in the back of a cab with Kieran’s hand on her knee. Kieran chatted to the driver, which gave her some reprieve. At least until she noticed the bustling cosmopolitan center was thinning and becoming much more ghetto. Wherever they were going it was in a shady area of the city that she’d never visited. Even the cab driver’s tone became wary when Kieran started to give directions. 

Realizing that her knowledge of Kieran was limited to where he worked and what he looked like, Tulsi wondered what she’d let herself in for.

The cab stopped. Kieran paid the driver and bundled her out onto the sidewalk again. Above them were broken streetlights incapable of fulfilling their original function. A distant siren offered some comfort, proving that they hadn’t walked off the end of the world. Yet, there was no one on the streets. The darkness was enhanced by grime and graffiti that made her question what this stop involved.

Kieran took her hand and led her to a building, shoving through a door that was loose on its top hinges. Ahead, two figures loomed in an unlit corridor. The curse of naïveté landed on her shoulders. She’d tried to refuse to join him. If she’d had any idea they were coming to this sort of place, she’d have been much more forceful in her objections. Everything had happened so quickly that she hadn’t had the chance to think it through.

“Who is she?” one of the featureless figures asked.

The pair were disguised by shadows. Other than their shapes being tall and broad, she couldn’t decipher anything else about them.

“My date,” Kieran said, slinging an arm around her shoulders. 

“You brought a date?” Tulsi shook her head. Before she could say anything, the figure spoke again. “She looks terrified. Why would you bring a woman out here?”

“We were on a date,” Kieran said, like that was explanation enough.

“You knew we were doing this. You picked tonight. Said it was urgent.”

“I thought you could do it without me.” 

Tulsi shrugged his arm off her shoulders, which forced her closer to the two strangers who she noticed then were actually standing at the foot of some stairs. “What exactly is going on?”

“I like this one, she’s spunky.”

“You keep your hands off, Rowdy. This one is all mine.”

“All yours?” she objected, twisting to look up at Kieran. “So far, this night has been miserable. I don’t see it getting any better. Where are we?”

For a moment, it seemed that Kieran didn’t know which way to turn. His behavior confirmed her suspicions: the idiot was ignorant to her disinterest. It was a mystery how he could be. The restaurant had been boring. Wherever they were now bordered on dangerous. It was one extreme to the other. Confidence had a lot to answer for.

The danger was made more palpable by the presence of the third man. The one who hadn’t said a word. Being closer, with her eyes more adjusted to the dull illumination, Tulsi could see more of him. His hair was dark, his eyes too. They cut a more severe scowl than any she’d ever seen. Stubble on his jaw surrounded straight lips that displayed little expression.

Somehow, he seemed angry. But there was no tension in him. He was at ease. His demeanor should’ve quelled her apprehension. He didn’t look like he was about to throw a punch or rush into war. There was no sweat on his brow. His arms were loose at his sides. He wore a leather jacket over a dark tee-shirt and jeans that had seen better days.

Something about him drew her focus. Allure terrified and intrigued her in equal measure. The sensation was the same she’d experienced when driving past a pile-up on the highway. Her stomach churned with fear, regret, heartache… Yet, there was also fascination. Curiosity forced her to keep looking even when she knew she should turn away.

Even though she was looking right at him, it took her at least half a minute to realize that he was looking back at her. As terrifying as his aura might be, there was also something comforting about it. About the confidence and capability his ease suggested. 

The danger of this neighborhood would surely set anyone on edge. Not him. She got the feeling that even if ten armed men rushed through the door, he wouldn’t do more than blink. 

Their eyes locked. Tulsi had never been one to stare. It wasn’t that she was easily intimidated. Her mother had just taught her it was rude. Usually she felt a compulsion to fill silence. Not this time.

She didn’t know what he was doing to her, but it felt like something profound. He had no sense of expectation and yet, there was anticipation crackling in the air. That may have had something to do with wherever they were going. Whatever the men were planning to do was intense. Already she knew this quick stop was more than just a casual errand.

This area was nothing like anywhere she’d lived. Tulsi hadn’t been raised with wealth or poverty. She’d been somewhere in the middle. A non-descript kid in a nondescript neighborhood with a nondescript family. Growing up, nothing about her was interesting or exciting. Nothing interesting or exciting ever happened to her. 

She’d never known her father. But that hadn’t mattered. She had never needed him. Her mother worked to provide everything. Sure, they didn’t have fancy cars or the latest gadgets, but she was never made fun of for not owning decent sneakers or having holes in her clothes.

Her mother looked after her. When she came of age and her mother got sick, Tulsi had cared for her in return. Her mom didn’t often come into her thoughts. Though that night was turning out to be an exception to the norm. She tried her best not to think about the woman who she’d lost more than half a decade ago. 

Whoever the stranger was, he didn’t make a sound. Didn’t speak a word. He just stood there looking at her as she looked at him. Rowdy and Kieran had exchanged words, but she hadn’t heard a single one. The chill that had touched her fingertips as she’d walked through the broken door, dreading what lay ahead, began to ebb.

If this man was on her side, she’d be safe. Without ever hearing him speak or seeing him move, she understood he was her best chance at getting through this.

“I’m sorry, miss,” Rowdy said. The sound of his voice unlatched her gaze from the stranger’s. “We’re already late and the guy we’re going to see doesn’t like to be disrespected. Cabs come by once an hour in this neighborhood. We don’t have time to track one down. This should only take a minute.”

The stranger went first. He ascended the stairs, his long legs taking them two at a time like the one between didn’t exist. Still, he didn’t make a noise.

Tulsi was mesmerized again. He disappeared around the corner at the top of the first flight. Rowdy went after him. It wasn’t until Kieran put his hand on her lower back to urge her forward that she started to move. 

“That’s Wreck,” Kieran said, tilting to murmur in her ear as they followed farther behind the other two. “He doesn’t say much. Never has. And he doesn’t like to be touched. I don’t know why, just a weird thing about him. Not sure there’s anything normal about him though… He’s just here for backup. To provide some muscle.”

That didn’t inspire confidence. If she wasn’t already aware that something shady was going on, he’d just confirmed it. Only people who were going to do something dangerous needed muscle. 

On the second floor, they congregated in a group. “What’s the apartment number?” Rowdy asked. 

“You called me and demanded I come down here because you needed the apartment number?” Kieran asked, trying again to put his arm around her shoulders. 

Stepping away from the attempt brought her arm up against Wreck’s. When Tulsi looked up, he was fixated on Kieran and didn’t seem to notice that she was touching him. Maybe it was just skin to skin contact he didn’t like. Or, it could be that she was so inconsequential he didn’t even register her feeble self against his capable form.

Being so close to him, she caught the scent of something. His soap maybe? His deodorant? It wasn’t potent enough to be cologne. Whatever the smell was, it sent a bolt to her belly like a punch that made her breath burst from her lungs.

Rowdy and Kieran looked at her. Tulsi didn’t dare look up to see if Wreck was looking too. Fighting to find composure wasn’t easy when clarity identified what she had just felt. The spark. The thrill. That’s what she experienced standing next to this man who was a head and shoulders taller than her. He hadn’t said a word. They’d barely shared air for more than a couple of minutes. Yet, she wanted to pick up his arm to wrap it around her body and nuzzle herself close to his chest.

Her imagination was getting carried away with itself; she couldn’t control it. 

“Tuls, you okay?” Kieran asked. 

For the first time that night, she felt something positive toward her date. The question was genuine. Even so, she couldn’t admit what had caused her to gasp in such a way.

“No shock that dating you made her sick,” Rowdy said. “How long you guys been going out? Maybe she’s just come to her senses.”

Kieran shoved his brother. “Tonight is our first date.”

Rowdy snorted a quiet laugh. “This is a helluva first impression. How do you follow a date like this?”

As was to be expected, Kieran wasn’t discouraged. “I’ve got big plans for this girl. Big ideas.”

“Ideas are all they’ll ever be,” Tulsi said causing Rowdy to jeer and shove his brother. 

She hadn’t really known that she was going to speak her thoughts out loud. Her mind was still reeling from the revelation that her gut had found what it had been looking for all her life. 

“Let’s get this done,” Wreck said. The rumble of his voice was almost a growl. Impatient and unimpressed, he was certainly more fed up than scared. “The woman stays here.”

“Tulsi,” she said, garnering the courage to peek up at him. “My name is Tulsi Tern… And I can make my own way home.”

Except she didn’t want to. Her instincts screamed at her to stay close to the man at her side. The attraction was primal. Pure feral hormones drove her fascination. It was also ludicrous. Nothing could come from it. He’d be in her life for a matter of minutes. They’d part and never see each other again. It wasn’t like she could hand him her number. If he didn’t like to talk, he would never call anyway. Depending on the guy code rules, Kieran could claim to have seen her first and ask Wreck to keep his hands off.

So even though her immature hormones wanted to throw caution to the wind, reality, as always, brought her crashing disappointment.

“You’re not getting any tonight, brother,” Rowdy said. 

“There’s still time,” Kieran said, though it did seem his mood had flattened.

“Apartment number,” Rowdy said again.

“I can’t believe you wrecked my night for this bullshit,” Kieran responded. “The night was perfect until you called… asshole.”

“Whose debt is this?” Rowdy asked.

Kieran sighed. “Mine.”

“And who is paying this debt for you?”

“You,” Kieran said, moving closer to dip down and whisper at her. “He never just does anyone a favor.”

“Get over it,” Rowdy said. “Like Wreck said, let’s just get this done.”

Kieran mumbled a response. “Last door on the right.”

Wreck marched down the corridor. Rowdy went next. Instead of leaving her at the top of the stairs, as Wreck had suggested, Kieran put an arm around her to take her with him when he trailed along after his brother.


 

 

TWO

 

 

“WE WOULDN’T HAVE to do this if we could trust you with the money on your own,” Rowdy said when Wreck stopped at the apartment door.

“Leave her,” Wreck said.

Once again Tulsi found his glare glued to Kieran.

“When she’s your girl, then you can make decisions for her. ‘Til then, that’s my job,” Kieran said. The declaration was so shocking that she had to replay it in her mind. “I’m not leaving her standing out here alone when anyone could walk by and hurt her.”

Rowdy knocked on the numberless door. The three men gathered around her in a gesture of protection, which only served to reignite her unease.

After a second round of knocking, the door was pulled open so suddenly that she once again bumped against Wreck, who didn’t push her away or object. Tulsi guessed that her second assumption was correct; that she was just so unimportant, he didn’t even notice her. 

“What?” The broad black man who’d answered the door glared at them. He must have decided that she deserved his focus because he took a long time perusing her figure. Though it was Kieran he eventually settled on. “You’ve got balls showing up here. You brought muscle too. That mean you’re not ready to pay up?”

“I’ve got his money, Delray,” Kieran said, though she knew that wasn’t entirely true if Rowdy was the one paying the debt. “Let us in.”

“Empty your pockets,” the guy said. At first, no one moved. “You don’t turn ‘em out, you don’t get in.” 

Delray bent to pick up an empty shoe box from by the door and shook it at them. Kieran was the first one to exhale and do as he was told. Tossing his wallet, phone, and keys into the box, he gestured for Rowdy to do the same. Wreck turned out his jeans and his jacket pockets, showing nothing in either.

The guy must have been satisfied. He backed off and gestured inside leaving her no choice but to walk into the apartment with her party. The scent of cannabis hung in the air. It didn’t take long to see why. They were ushered into a living room. Three couches were angled around a central television that stood on a wooden crate. Four men and two women lay around on the couches and on the floor. From the paraphernalia she noticed scattered round the room, cannabis wasn’t the only drug on offer.

“You got my money, weasel?” the guy in the center of the furthest couch asked.

Tulsi was still nestled in the triangle of men around her. She hadn’t known two of them for more than five minutes. With so many other strangers in the room, the ones around her were the least of her worries. Any intimidation she may have felt in the past was nothing compared to what she experienced in that moment.

She’d never bestowed trust on anyone so quickly. All she knew were the names of the three men surrounding her, but it was more than she knew about the others dotted around.

Rowdy handed a bundle of cash to Kieran, who tossed it across to the man who’d spoken. 

The guy who’d answered the door loitered close, giving her the creeps. 

The one on the couch flicked through the bills. “You’re a dead man,” he said, something of a smirk on his face.

“No. No,” Kieran said. 

“You’re not going to get away with fucking around,” the guy said. 

“Teal, man, I—”

“What happened to Merchant’s shipment?” The guy on the couch slid to the edge of his seat and tossed the money over his shoulder like it was nothing. “You come here with a crappy ten grand when you know you walked out the door with Merchant’s hundred Gs.”

“A hu… hundred?” Kieran stuttered. “No, man! No, that wasn’t me.”

“That’s not what Merchant says.”

A bone-chilling scream interrupted their discussion. A doorway at the side of the room burst open and a naked woman was thrown into the living room. When Tulsi was grabbed from behind, impulse made her panic. She inhaled to scream, but glanced over her shoulder to see Wreck’s hands were the ones on her upper arms. The sight of his fierce vehemence, his unerring focus, filled her with relief. Her panic dwindled to nothing and her breathing evened out. She couldn’t explain it, but being in his grip gave her security.

The woman on the floor tried to scramble onto her knees. Her body was bruised and bloody. She cowered, focusing on the blackness of the shadowy room she’d been thrown from. Nothing inside was visible. There was no light inside. After half a beat, a broad figure emerged from the abyss wearing only a pair of jeans.

The pasty white guy had definition, but it was the gun held loose in his hand that woke Tulsi’s panic again. She was still focused on the weapon when Wreck moved around from behind her to put himself between her and the danger. He blocked her body from whatever was about to happen with his own.

The guy with the gun kicked the crying woman, sending her onto her back on the floor. When she wailed again, he aimed his weapon at her head. 

“Whoa now, wait a minute,” Rowdy said, stepping forward. “What’s the—”

“Fuck you!” the guy shouted, raising the gun higher to put Rowdy in its sight. 

Rowdy lifted his hands in surrender. “What’s the problem? You can’t shoot her. She’s already a fucking mess, man. You did your job. You fucked her up. Well done.”

The bully kicked the woman again and widened his own stance like maybe he was preparing to shoot. 

Instinct made Tulsi’s hand move. Her eyes were wide, focusing past Wreck’s arm to the man threatening Rowdy. She wasn’t really aware of where her hand was going until her fingers laced between Wreck’s. He didn’t flinch. Not his head, not his shoulders, no part of him she could see. Yet, his fingers curled to lock around hers. Maybe it was just instinct for him too. Maybe he wanted to offer her comfort.

“Rowdy,” Kieran whispered. “Let it go.”

The bully’s gaze moved a fraction, just enough to land on her. The barrel of the gun descended a couple of inches when he leaned to the side. “You’re a pretty thing. Come around here, Pretty Thing,” he said to her. 

“Leave her out of this,” Kieran asserted.

The last thing Tulsi wanted him to do was play the hero. Especially when there was such obvious apprehension in his voice. He couldn’t take on a shooter alone.

“Who does she belong to?” the bully asked. “One of you or all of you? We’ll pay for the pleasure. Come on out, Pretty Thing.” He smirked at her. “Come on, girl. I’ve got something to show you.”

The woman on the floor wept, though she had to be feeling relief that the bully was losing interest in her. Seeing few options, Tulsi began to move, but she didn’t get far. Wreck’s grip on her hand became crushing. He twisted his arm to his back, forcing her to return to her previous place, shielded by him. She tried to let go, but he wouldn’t release her.

“Don’t fucking speak to her,” Wreck said, his voice vibrating with a sinister edge.

“Yeah,” Kieran asserted. “Leave Tulsi out of this.”

“Tulsi?” the bully said. “Tulsi. Tulsi. I like it. You don’t have to hide from me, pretty, little Tulsi. I know how to play nice.”

This man had to be more important than the one on the couch or maybe he was just scarier. Whatever the reason, no one else stood up to him. The woman on the floor kept sobbing. If the state of her was any accurate measure, this man didn’t play nice. He played rough. The sadist played to win. 

In this stalemate, she didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to go to the bully, but they couldn’t stay there all night. Tulsi tried to move again. Wreck still wouldn’t let her go.

“Let me go,” she murmured. 

“Yeah, let her go,” the bully said, adjusting his aim to land it on Wreck. “I’m not selfish, I know how to share. Let her go and I’ll stretch out her ass for you… She looks like the type who needs it. Come show us that neat body of yours, Pretty Tulsi.”

“What?” she asked, forgetting the pain in her hand where Wreck was holding her tight.

“Sure, we’ve got nine men in here, four women. Women work for the men around here.”

“She’s not a working girl,” Rowdy said. 

The bully tightened his grip on the gun. “She is whatever I damn well say she is. If I say she fucks every man in this room then she fucks every man in this room.”

As a chill went through her, another wail came from the naked woman sprawled on the floor. Tulsi couldn’t help herself. If this man got his way, that could be her future. The hapless woman may have started out just like her; dragged along against her will, oblivious to the danger and forced into her current position.

“I’m fair,” the bully said. “I’ll let her start with her boyfriend. I bet he knows how to fuck her good.”

“No way,” Kieran said.

“Either one of you three fuck her or I’ll do it for you,” the bully snarled. 

Cowardice made her move closer to Wreck’s back. She didn’t want to see any more. Didn’t want to hear it. Tulsi closed her eyes and rested her head against the cool, soft leather, wishing her imagination would save her from this moment.

“No one touches her,” Wreck said without letting go of her hand. 

“Are you getting in my way, boy?”

“Wreck,” she said from behind him, tightening her hold on his knuckles. 

Giving her to the bully may be the only way they’d get out of the apartment alive. Tulsi couldn’t imagine such horror.

“Anyone who stands in Baines’ way has a death wish,” the guy from the couch said.

The bully, who she guessed was Baines, laughed. “I’ll wipe the floor with you all—stop with the fucking noise! Jesus!”

Tulsi was still cowering when the blast of a gunshot made her jump. She tensed and grabbed for Wreck’s other arm. Her shield didn’t drop. She didn’t see or hear anyone fall to the floor. It took her a minute to realize that the sobbing had stopped. 

Controlling her breathing took effort. She had to concentrate to prevent herself from hyperventilating. She wanted to look and yet, she didn’t want to know.

It was possible he’d shot the floor or the ceiling and missed his target completely. Except that didn’t explain why the woman who hadn’t shut up for a moment was suddenly mute. 

“Round ‘em up,” the guy from the couch shouted. 

“Wait, Teal,” Kieran said. 

From left to right, the men were on their feet and closing in around their group. 

“Merchant’s had a bounty out for you since the shipment went missing,” Teal said. “I’ll have to find out what he wants me to do with you. But no matter what, I’ll be collecting.”

“You can’t take us all,” Rowdy said.

“Baines can put a bullet in you, in your buddy and his girl, or all of you can go quietly.”

That didn’t give them much choice. Teal wanted the bounty and wouldn’t let Rowdy or Wreck or her go, probably fearing they’d bring reinforcements or try to rescue Kieran from whatever fate awaited him. 

Everything slowed down as she tried to come to terms with what had happened. Her night had changed so suddenly; everything felt surreal. She was still trying to figure out how she’d ended up in this nightmare when her purse was snatched from her hand. There wasn’t even time to argue or seek it out because they began to move. Surrounded by Teal’s men, Tulsi had no choice except to go too.

As she moved from behind Wreck, she noticed the woman on the floor, prone with a circle of blood on her forehead. Her eyes were wide and unblinking though her still damp tears trickled toward the floor, pulled by gravity.

She immediately turned away, grabbing for Wreck’s arm to bury her face against it. Their fingers were still locked together. He wasn’t letting go and neither was she. They were taken from the living room, down a narrow hallway and bundled into a dark space. The door was closed behind them with shuddering finality. The sound of more than one key turning on the other side signaled their fate. They were prisoners.


 

 

THREE

 

 

SOMEONE FLICKED A SWITCH and the overhead light came on, which was at least something. Except the light didn’t reveal anything good. The windows had been bricked up. The only thing in the room was a bed with a bare mattress and a couple of pillows on it. The handcuffs attached to the frame betrayed what this room was used for on a regular basis and it was nothing consensual. 

The floorboards were exposed. There were no drawers or pictures or knickknacks. This was the closest thing anyone would find to a cell in a residential neighborhood.

“What the fuck?” Rowdy said, turning on Kieran. “A hundred thousand dollars? What the fuck is this shipment he’s talking about?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know,” Kieran said, driving his fingers through his hair. “I swear to you, I didn’t know! I help with the shipment sometimes. With transporting, logistics. Merchant gives me a deal. I move what I can through the gym and—”

“A hundred thousand dollars? How can you miss a hundred thousand dollars?”

“It’s not like that. I didn’t miss anything. I didn’t touch the last shipment… I don’t know what happened! This is fucked up!”

“Fucked up?” Rowdy asked. “I’ll say!” He spun to face Wreck. “What the fuck are we gonna do?” 

Wreck didn’t answer Rowdy. He walked away from the brothers by the door, leading her across the room. Putting her back to the side of the bed, he let go of her hand but stayed in front of her. He took off his jacket and swooped it around her shoulders. The warmth and comfort of it was short-lived. 

When he tried to sit her down, Tulsi objected. “No,” she said, shaking her head. Resisting the attempt meant moving closer to him. While her skin quivered at the proximity, he didn’t show any sign that he even noticed. “I don’t want to sit there.” Tulsi blinked up at him. “Look at those handcuffs; you know what they’re for.”

“That’s not your future,” Kieran said. She heard him, but kept her focus locked on Wreck’s. For the first time, she noticed curiosity behind his stern intensity. “Tulsi, babe, I am sorry about this.” 

Kieran came over to them and seemed to be trying to muscle Wreck aside. For a few seconds, she stayed put and wondered what would happen if Kieran got more physical. 

Before that could happen, Wreck side-stepped and grabbed a pillow from the bed. He tossed it into the corner and thrust a finger toward it. “Sit there.” 

The command was issued like there was no doubt it would be followed, then he marched back to Rowdy at the door. 

“Tulsi,” Kieran said and tried to reach for her face.

She dipped back. “Don’t touch me.” Shaking her head, she held up both hands. “I really don’t want you to touch me.”

“I know that you’re mad—”

“She’s not the only one,” Rowdy said. “Look at us.” He opened his arms to the room. “Two fucking minutes, you said. Pay him the ten grand and split. You were worried about getting kneecapped and now we’re gonna fucking die. Us, the guys, we’ll get a quick bullet. She…” Rowdy thrust a finger toward her. “She will probably spend the next six months begging for death. She’ll be fucked by every lowlife scumbag who has enough dough to pay for their sick pleasures.” His attention shifted to her. “I’m sorry, Tulsi. I’m not trying to be a dick—”

“I’m not an idiot,” she said. “Well, maybe I am…” Tipping her chin up, she scanned the bleak space. “How the hell else did I end up here? I should’ve split while you were on the phone at the restaurant. I thought about it.” She inhaled and slipped her hand under her bangs to cup her forehead. “I should be careful what I wish for… Excitement and thrills…” Tulsi wasn’t sure who she was talking to, the words just tumbled out. “So much for my big imagination.”

Slinking away from Kieran, she went to the corner where Wreck had thrown the pillow and dropped to sit cross-legged on it, leaning against the cold concrete wall. 

“We have to figure this out,” Rowdy said. “Yeah, you’re an asshole; fixating on that gets us nowhere.” Marching over to his brother, he was determined. “Tell me what happened.”

Kieran glanced her way.

Her attention was on the floorboards. Tulsi wasn’t thinking; she was numb. Whatever he wanted to say, he was obviously worried about saying it in front of her. She couldn’t decipher the specifics of his expression because he was only just encroaching in her peripheral vision. But it was too late for him to play coy. 

Wreck began to move. She looked up just in time to see him grab a handful of Kieran’s shirt to thrust him back against the wall. “Talk,” he snarled.

“Okay. Okay,” Kieran said in surrender. “I swear I didn’t touch the shipment. I was supposed to. I waited at the pick-up point. I knew it was a big one. I didn’t know how big. Styx was supposed to pick me up, he never showed. I figured something had changed. Maybe there was a delay or someone had fucked up. I didn’t think that much about it. Things change all the time and I’m not exactly Merchant’s first call, you know? I’m pretty low down on the food chain.”

“Styx, what do you know about him?” Rowdy asked. 

Kieran seemed to hesitate again. Wreck bent his arm to pull him forward and then slammed him back to the wall, locking his elbow to hold him in place.

“There’s been stories about him… He’s closer to Merchant than I am, but not close. No one’s close. Baines maybe. I don’t know why he’s here… It’s weird. Baines shouldn’t be here…”

“Because Merchant is missing a hundred grand,” Rowdy said. “Maybe that’s why he’s sent his lieutenant in.”

Kieran should’ve figured that out on his own. Even Tulsi could draw that conclusion. Anyone who was missing a hundred thousand dollars would be doing all they could to figure out what had happened to it.

“What was it? Steroids? Coke? Meth?”

Kieran tensed and closed his eyes tight as he shook his head. “No, I don’t know… maybe… I swear to God, I’m not one of those guys. I do what I do for extra cash… for street cred. Where do you think I got my car? I’ve got a lifestyle… that’s all… I don’t do it ‘cause I want to be like these guys or even want to be close to them. Most of them are scum… You know what it’s like…”

“Because I’m scum?” Rowdy asked. “That’s what you mean. Because I’ve been inside.”

“I don’t think that,” he said. “It was easy money.”

“Always taking the easy route,” Rowdy said. “That’s always been your problem.”

“And you love lecturing me about it,” Kieran said. “What are we going to do?”

“We?” Rowdy asked. “I don’t know… We’re stuck here until Merchant decides what he wants.”

“We can’t just sit here!”

Rowdy laughed. “What do you want us to do? Break through brick walls? Smash our way through the door? Even if we could, then what? Everyone in this neighborhood knows Teal, knows what goes on around here, they’re not gonna snitch. They’re sure not gonna save us. Baines is out there. They have six guys, we have three.”

“We can take six.”

“Yeah?” Rowdy said. “So why didn’t you?” Although he gave his brother time to answer, none came. “You know Wreck is good for it and I’ve always had your back… ‘Cept you know Baines is armed… and he’s a fucking psychopath. As soon as we walk out that door, one of us gets a bullet. Maybe two of us before we even get close to those guys… And if you’re lucky enough that Merchant wants you alive to question you, Wreck and me will be the ones taken down… or Tulsi will take the heat for all of us. We’re not taking that risk.”

“So much for anything for family.”

“You should’ve told us about this,” Rowdy said. “We walked in here blind and with a fucking woman for God sakes! Do you know how much it pisses off Wreck to be blindsided? You fucking should.”

“I know,” Kieran said, switching his focus to the man who still had a hold of his shirt. “Sorry, man. I know you just came for effect.”

“He’s in it now. We all are. Whether we want to be or not. We just watched Baines kill that girl, whoever the hell she was. They’re not going to just forget that we witnessed a murder. So now we’re here on the hook for the hundred grand of gear you say you never saw. Even if by some miracle that pans out, how the hell do we make them believe that we’re going to keep quiet about that girl losing her life?”

“Baines murders people all the time,” Kieran said. “He probably doesn’t give a shit. I’m sure they have cops on the take.”

“You think it’s reassuring to tell us the man is a serial murderer? Do you think it makes Tulsi feel better?” Rowdy asked, backing up enough to gesture at her behind Wreck. “You think it makes her feel better to know the sick fuck is a serial rapist too? Merchant has whorehouses in a dozen cities in North America. You know it and I know it.” He marched around the bed to flick the handcuffs that were attached to the frame. “These aren’t here because they go with the décor. The women Merchant uses don’t work for him by choice. He buys them in shipments from dealers in other countries. He doesn’t traffic them, but he sure as hell exploits them. That girl out there probably came to this country with a dream and look what the fuck she got.”

“Tulsi’s not like that,” Kieran said. “She’s different. She’s special.”

“Yeah, and as soon as Merchant finds out you’re dating her, he’s gonna use her against you… We saw out there just how great you are at standing up for other people.”

In his defense, Kieran had made a couple of attempts to stand up for her. But he hadn’t been the one she’d hidden behind. Rowdy had been the one to step up for the woman who ended up dead. If what Kieran said about the shipment was true, the chances were Rowdy was right. Merchant would want to question him, which meant if he needed to be persuaded or Merchant wanted to make a point, Rowdy, Wreck, and she would be disposable.

“He took my purse,” she said, her gaze returning to the floor. “These people know everything about me.”

Her bank cards, her ID, all of it was in that purse. If she was lucky, they would throw it in the trash without going through it. Somehow, she doubted her luck was in. The more information Teal’s goons and Baines gave Merchant, the happier he’d be. Despite never having met the man, Tulsi already had strong opinions about Merchant’s character.

Merchant, whoever he was, was a drug dealer and a pimp. He commanded people who feared him, or at least those who relished being rewarded. If he could afford a hundred thousand dollars in drugs, his business was going well. 

On top of that, there was the bounty Teal referenced. If she made it through this experience, she had a feeling that one day she would come face to face with this Merchant. Already Tulsi was dreading the moment she would have to look him in the eye. 

“All we can do is wait,” Rowdy said.

Wreck’s head snapped in his direction, away from her. Tulsi had no idea what secrets were being revealed in his expression.

“Wait?” Kieran asked. 

“What else can we do?” Rowdy asked Wreck.

There was something different about the way Rowdy spoke to Wreck, something she couldn’t put her finger on. Yes, Rowdy was familiar with Kieran. He spoke to him like a brother. When he spoke to Wreck there was respect and deference, but not fear. Though somehow, she sensed there was a connection, maybe an intimacy between them.

She had no idea about Wreck’s relationship with Kieran. He’d said so little. Maybe the three were related by blood. They didn’t have the same look about them though. 

With another shove, Wreck pushed away from the wall, letting Kieran go. He turned his back to walk toward the door. When he got there, he laid his hand against it and just stopped.

“We should get some rest,” Rowdy said. “You get over here.”

He was looking at his brother who was kowtowed enough to do as he was told. Kieran traipsed around to the opposite side of the bed. Rowdy got on and lay in the middle, folding his arms and fixating on the ceiling.

“I’m too wound up to rest,” Kieran said. 

“Sit your fucking ass down,” Rowdy replied, nodding at the side of the bed. “If we get a chance to rush these guys, the more rested we are, the better. Besides, we could be here for a week before they open that door. Unless you have some other secrets to share, I’d say it would be best for all of us to just shut the fuck up and reflect on what a clusterfuck this is.”

Wreck didn’t want to talk. Tulsi couldn’t say that she did either. Rowdy was right; there was nothing more to say. They couldn’t plan an escape; they didn’t know enough. They didn’t have numbers or weapons.

From what she’d gathered, Rowdy and Wreck had been there to back Kieran up while he paid his debt. She wasn’t sure what the debt was, whether it was for drugs he used or drugs he sold. But there was a hell of a difference between ten and a hundred thousand.

Kieran lay on his side, putting his back to his brother. Tulsi was glad that he was as far away from her as the bed would allow. She didn’t want to look at him. All she wanted to do was sit and stare.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

KIERAN WAS SNORING. The man had faults enough; snoring was an insignificant one. At least the rhythm gave her something to focus on. Something soothing.

Rowdy was asleep too. 

Tulsi didn’t have her watch on and didn’t have her purse. She had no idea how long they had been in the room or since anyone had spoken. Hours no doubt.

Wreck was sitting on the bottom corner of the bed. His boots were on the floor, his elbow rested on the bar at the foot of the bed. He was wearing a tee-shirt so she could see a heavy watch on his wrist. But if she was going to ask him to speak, she wanted to know more than just the time.

More than once since she’d gotten over the deepest of her reverie, she thought about opening her mouth and asking him something. Except, she couldn’t work out what to say. Each time she talked herself out of speaking to him before returning to her reflection. 

He wasn’t asleep and neither was she. As far as Tulsi could tell, they were staring at roughly the same spot on the bare floor.

“Would you like your jacket back?” she asked, finally breaking the silence. “Are you cold?” The only response she got was a grunt. At least that was an acknowledgement he’d heard her. “It’s crazy, isn’t it? How quickly life can change.” She’d had her arms wrapped around her knees for some time, hugging them close to her chest. Releasing one, she turned up the collar of the jacket. Burying her nose against it, she inhaled his scent. “They’re going to kill us, aren’t they?” His gaze shifted. Tulsi felt his eyes on her. Hers were still focused on the floor, so she didn’t see his attention move. Yet, there was no doubting it; the sensation of his gaze locking onto her was undeniable. “I suppose I should be grateful. Life hasn’t been so bad.”

Just a massive disappointment. Tulsi was thinking about the highs and lows of her life when his voice rose to a mumble.

“You should sleep.”

“Why?” she asked. “So I can spend my last hours on earth unconscious? I have a horrible habit of dreaming.” She’d never considered it a curse before, but in this situation, she couldn’t conceive what positives her subconscious would be able to conjure. “If I close my eyes now, all I’ll see is that woman on the floor. Feel the way my heart was racing when Baines demanded I show him my body.”

“You’ll live,” he said in a tone that wasn’t reassuring or pessimistic. He stated it as fact.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Women are a commodity.”

Because this guy Merchant knew how to exploit them. “I think I’d rather die,” she said.

“You’re strong. You’ll endure it.”

“Why would I want to?” she asked. “Strength is relative. A person needs something to fight for. To live for. If they want to survive a trial. I’ve been coasting for so long; I barely know what month it is until I look at a calendar. One day is the same as the next.”

“Life is a shitshow.”

Another fact. That one made her smile. “It sure is. You know what’s crazy? For months, I’ve been rejecting Kieran’s advances. I didn’t want to go out with him. I just ran out of ways to say no. This is what I get for being polite. I thought one dinner and he’ll realize there’s no chemistry between us. I thought the decision was smart… My gym membership has another six months to run and I like the facilities.” She smiled and pulled the collar of his jacket up to her nose again. “I sound like an idiot.” He didn’t respond. “I am an idiot. Look at where the hell I am, think that’s proof enough.”

“I’m here too,” he said and their eyes met. 

The darkness in his gaze was shaded by the line of his lowered brow. “You frown a lot.”

He took his attention away. “You should get some sleep.”

“I’ll sleep when you sleep.”

“Someone should stay awake.”

“Why?” she asked. “If they’re going to storm in here and put bullets in us, there’s nothing we can do to stop them now… And if they come in to drag me out by my hair, I’ll make enough noise to wake you… Not that you should put yourself in danger to help me.” 

It was amazing how quickly silence could fall. Kieran’s snoring had lessened, but she was so fascinated by the man at the end of the bed that she almost forgot the other two were there. 

Tulsi looked at the scuffed heavy black boots on his feet. She guessed they were functional, keeping his feet warm and allowing him to move fast when he had to. The denim of his worn jeans looked soft and bore the wrinkles of where it had creased when he walked or sat. 

His narrow hips were circled by a distressed leather belt. It wasn’t one of those designer numbers that people paid a fortune for to get the homeless look. It looked more like an old friend that he used because it had never let him down. The dark gray of his tee-shirt appeared new. Not new exactly, but newer than the jeans.

“Are you related?” she asked. “To Kieran and Rowdy?” He shook his head. “How do you know them?”

“You should sleep,” he said, curt in his response in a not-so-subtle signal that he didn’t want to talk.

Tulsi heard the signal, but chose to ignore it. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep even if I wanted to. I’m not a good sleeper when I’m anxious… You sleep.” Standing up then bending down to flip over the pillow, she fluffed it. “It’s not much, but…” Tulsi gestured to the floor and side-stepped out of the way. “Lie down and get some sleep. I’ll wake you if I hear anything… There’s no use in both of us staying awake. If anyone’s going to be kicking ass and getting us out of this mess, it’s more likely to be you than me.”

“I’m no one’s hero. The only ass I’m interested in saving is mine.”

She smiled, which seemed to narrow his eyes. “Then you better conserve your energy.” Taking his jacket from her shoulders, she went over to offer it to him. “Don’t get cold.”

It seemed silly to say that when he was wearing more than her. His jeans and tee-shirt were probably warmer than her silk dress and heels. 

He took the jacket and stood up. Instead of putting it on, he swept it around her shoulders. Only this time, he didn’t let go and finished the move by tugging the leather, forcing her to stumble against him. She flattened a hand on his torso to steady herself before peeking up at him through her bangs.

“You’ll keep me warm,” he said, his voice dropping an octave to hit deep in her gut.

Still with a hold of the open edges of his jacket, he turned to walk backwards, forcing her to walk with him until they reached the corner where she’d left the pillow. 

“Down,” he said. 

Another command, like when he’d told her to sit. Their eyes remained locked, but her knees buckled. Tulsi lowered herself down onto her knees. Arousal was already thrumming at the apex of her thighs. 

They weren’t even touching anymore. She was on her knees with his jacket around her shoulders and he stood in front of her, tall and domineering. She didn’t know what command he would give next, but knew she wouldn’t refuse it. Licking her lips, she let them part, aware of how difficult it was to drag air into her lungs.

Staying high on her knees, her mouth was just a few inches from the buttons of his jeans. The heat of their bodies mixed and merged, charging the air around them. Tulsi was loathed to close her eyes in a blink. Wreck didn’t seem to need to, he was so intent on her.

Just as she began to wonder if he expected her to take the next step, he lowered down to sit on the floor. He took the edges of her jacket again and pulled her to him, yanking her toward his hard body as he lay down. Crooking a leg, he curved it around her thigh and tugged her across the floor to put her between his thighs.

“Close your eyes and sleep,” he said, pulling her down so her chest was on his stomach. 

The contact made her aware of exactly the reaction his body was having to their proximity. He may have seemed unaffected, but she felt him, hard and proud, pressing into her belly.

“Wreck,” she whispered, peeking up at him.

He put a hand on the back of her head, and turned it to lay her temple on his solid body. “Sleep.”

Another command. Tulsi closed her eyes and complied.


 

 

FIVE

 

 

TULSI WENT FROM asleep to awake in a second. The sudden action of being shunted sideways snapped her from her slumber. She was still trying to figure out what was going on when her hands came into contact with the hard wooden floor. Swallowing a yawn, she couldn’t order her thoughts. The air was cold, yet, she was warm. The smell around her wasn’t familiar, but it was comforting.

Heavy boots next to her moved. When she looked up the line of the leg beside her, she saw Wreck standing above watching the door. 

He began to move toward it. “Row,” he barked, at a higher volume than any he’d used last night.

Her memory was still foggy, but Tulsi recalled where they were and how she’d ended up there. 

Wreck got to the end of the bed as Rowdy vaulted onto his feet. 

“What’s going on?” Kieran mumbled, still on his back and, from the sounds of it, still half asleep.

“Get up,” Rowdy snapped. 

It was then she heard the click of something metallic. The door began to open. Someone was coming. Her mouth was dry and her senses still not at their peak. But Tulsi did her best to rise to her feet. Once she was up, she put her back against the wall.

Baines came in with four other men behind him. Every single one of them was armed.
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